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ABSTRACT
The Royal Natal National Park (RNNP) has been overlooked in the history 
of nature conservation and the origins of national parks in South Africa. It is 
the purpose of this article to unearth the history of this area as the country’s 
first, formal, national park and to introduce it into mainstream national park 
literature and into the broader sweep of the region’s environmental history. The 
material discussed here raises questions about why certain natural features, 
such as wildlife, attained national importance and generated tourism interest, 
while others – such as mountains and outdoor recreational facilities – did not 
develop or retain a similarly high profile in South Africa. In addition, by focus-
sing on the Drakensberg protected area in KwaZulu-Natal, a fresh biography 
of a South African national park is presented which, it is hoped, will enrich the 
overall South African historiography around landscape, the natural environ-
ment and nature conservation values. 
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INTRODUCTION
The narrative of the diminution of wild animals in the nineteenth century 
and their later protection in the twentieth has dominated the historiography 
of African national parks. The literature is relatively rich in explaining how, 
within a British imperial context, many colonial game reserves were later trans-
formed into renowned national parks and iconic tourist destinations. Generally 
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speaking, these parks reference what is considered to be essentially ‘African’, 
specifically the charismatic megafauna viewed by tourists under conditions of 
relative wilderness. As far as South Africa is concerned, a major share of at-
tention has been devoted to the Kruger National Park (KNP), hailed not only 
as the country’s first national park, but one of the first on the African conti-
nent.1 This article presents a biography of a different kind of national park, a 
mountainous landscape, not a savannah, and it draws attention to previously 
underestimated international entanglements as well as to alternative cultures of 
nature that were marginalised by the dominant paradigm of wildlife conserva-
tion that came to be synonymous with national parks in Africa. As the present 
case study demonstrates, scenery, archaeology, and outdoor recreation need 
also to be studied as motivations of early protectionist concern. 
The Natal National Park (NNP), South Africa’s first formal national park, 
is situated in the northern part of the Drakensberg, a magnificent mountain 
range that is the region’s most important watershed, straddling the boundaries 
of the South African provinces of KwaZulu-Natal and Free State and the small 
country of Lesotho. Until 1947 it was known as the Natal National Park, but 
after an official visit from the British Royal Family that year the appellation 
‘Royal’ was bestowed on it.2 Today, almost the entire range is a World Heritage 
Site named the uKhahlamba-Drakensberg, listed in 2000 on account of its dual 
‘mixed’ value of both natural and cultural heritage, the former on account of 
its geological interest and magnificent scenery and the latter on account of 
the abundance and quality of its abundant San rock art. It is also a Ramsar 
Wetland and, with the signature of a bilateral Memorandum of Understanding 
signed in June 2001, it is in the process of becoming the Maloti-Drakensberg 
Transfrontier Conservation and Development Area.3 
1. J. Carruthers, The Kruger National Park: A Social and Political History (Pietermaritzburg: 
Natal University Press, 1995). See also W. Beinart and P. Coates, Environment and 
History: The Taming of Nature in the USA and South Africa (London: Routledge, 1995); 
J.M. MacKenzie, The Empire of Nature: Hunting, Conservation and British Imperialism 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1988); J.M. MacKenzie (ed.), Imperialism and 
the Natural World (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1990). 
2. SAB (South African Archives) GG 2213 78/201(16).
3. The total area is around 16,000 square kilometres and over 300 kilometres long. Ramsar Site 
No. 886. For descriptions of the numerous biodiversity values of the Maloti-Drakensberg 
mountains and its advantages as a ‘peace park’ see T. Sandwith, ‘Overcoming barriers: 
Conservation and development in the Maloti-Drakensberg mountains of southern Africa’, 
and J. Hanks, ‘Transfrontier Conservation Areas (TFCAs) in Southern Africa: Their role in 
conserving biodiversity, socioeconomic development and promoting a culture of peace’, in 
U.M. Goodale, M.J. Stern, C. Margolis, A.G. Lanfer and M. Fladeland, (eds), Transboundary 
Protected Areas: The Viability of Regional Conservation Strategies (New York: Food 
Products Press, 2003). Also G. Stewart, ‘The Maloti-Drakensberg Mountains: Conservation 
challenges in a region of international significance’, The Journal of the Mountain Club 
of South Africa 103 (2000): 146–159. For arguments against such a protected area in this 
region, see B. Büscher, ‘Payments for ecosystem services as neoliberal conservation: 
(Reinterpreting) evidence from the Maloti-Drakensberg, South Africa’ Conservation and 
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FIGURE 1. General view of the Amphitheatre, Royal Natal National 
Park, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Photograph: David Bullard.
FIGURE 2. General location of the Drakensberg mountain range, KwaZulu-
Natal, located within southern Africa. Map: Barry Boonzaaier.
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Because of the outstanding beauty of the Drakensberg, its long human his-
tory and its attraction for hikers and mountaineers, it has been the subject of 
numerous popular books.4 Many of them are pictorially magnificent, but there 
are also field guides, botanical identification guides and books about the San 
inhabitants and their art. There are very many contributions in The Annual of 
the Mountain Club of South Africa on this area. In addition, there is consider-
able official and policy literature dating from the 1960s and 1970s when the 
Drakensberg region was prioritised nationally in terms of outdoor and rural 
planning and water catchment management for South Africa and attempts were 
made to bring the entire range under some form of co-ordinated or central-
ised control.5 There is, however, very little in the scholarly literature about the 
Drakensberg or material that analyses its past.
The article begins by describing tourism development in the NNP from 
the late 1890s until the 1940s and outlines the attraction that the region held 
for mountaineers. The section that follows explains the international context 
in terms of the conservation and tourism objectives embedded in the NNP, 
Society 10 (1) (2012): 29–41 and J. Wittmayer and B. Büscher, ‘Conserving conflict? 
Transfrontier conservation, development discourse and conflict between South Africa and 
Lesotho’, Human Ecology 38 (6) (2010): 763–773.
4. Examples include R.O. Pearse, Barrier of Spears: Drama of the Drakensberg, 2 ed. 
(Johannesburg: Southern Book Publishers, 1989); A. Sycholt, A Guide to the Drakensberg 
(Cape Town: Struik, 2002).
5. J.D. Scott, Contribution to the Study of the Problems of the Drakensberg Conservation 
Area. Natal Agricultural Research Institute Science Series No. 2. Science Bulletin No. 324 
(Pretoria: Department of Agriculture, 1951); M.E. Jooste and J.D. Venter, The Open-Air 
Potential of Certain Government Ground in the Republic of South Africa. National Bureau 
of Educational and Social Research, Research Series No. 27 (Pretoria: Department of 
Education, Arts and Science, 1965); D. Edwards, A Plant Ecological Survey of the Tugela 
River Basin. Botanical Survey Memoir No. 36, Natal Town and Regional Planning Reports, 
Volume 10. (Pietermaritzburg: Town and Regional Planning Commission, Natal, 1967); 
Subsidiary Committee of the Prime Minister’s Planning Advisory Council. A Guide Plan for 
the Optimum Utilization of the Natural Resources of the Drakensberg Catchment Reserve 
(Pretoria: Department of Planning, 1970); A.J. Phelan, ‘Drakensberg policy statement’, 
Natal Town and Regional Planning Reports, Vol 34. (Pietermaritzburg: Town and Regional 
Planning Commission Natal, 1976); R.E. Schulze, ‘Hydrology and water resources of the 
Drakensberg’, Natal Town and Regional Planning Reports, Vol. 42. (Pietermaritzburg: 
Natal Town and Regional Planning Commission, 1979); M.O. Sutcliffe, A Behavioural 
Study of Recreation in the Natal Drakensberg. Natal Town and Regional Planning Report 
Vol. 48. (Pietermaritzburg: Natal Town and Regional Planning Commission, 1981); J. 
Pickles, Landscape Appreciation and Preferences in the Natal Drakensberg. Natal Town 
and Regional Planning Supplementary Report Vol. 17. (Pietermaritzburg: Natal Town and 
Regional Planning Commission, 1985); B.F. Martin, ‘Drakensberg approaches policy’, Natal 
Town and Regional Planning Report, Vol 74. (Pietermaritzburg: Natal Town and Regional 
Planning Commission, 1990); Urban-Econ, ‘An assessment of the need for, and the role of, a 
regional authority for the Drakensberg’, Town and Regional Planning Supplementary Report, 
Vol 45. (Pietermaritzburg: Town and Region Planning Commission, 2000); Metroplan et al. 
A Special Case Area Plan for the Drakensberg. Town and Regional Planning Commission, 
Main Series, Vol. 90. (Pietermaritzburg: The Town and Regional Planning Commission, 
2001).
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referencing mountain landscapes as protected areas in the United States and 
Europe. This is followed by a discussion on the changing objectives of national 
parks in South Africa and how national bureaucracy, provincial rivalries and 
disparities in values might suggest some of the reasons why the Royal Natal 
National Park (RNNP) has not been accorded its rightful place as the first of 
South Africa’s national parks. The article ends with a short discussion about 
the role of mountains as compared to wildlife in the national imagery of South 
Africa. 
ORIGINS OF THE NATAL NATIONAL PARK
Apparently the idea of a national park in Natal was first mooted in 1896,6 
and as the twentieth century dawned, the proposal found an energetic cham-
pion in Maurice S. Evans, a Natal politician and writer who had an interest 
in studying and preserving San rock art in the Drakensberg and local indig-
enous fauna and flora.7 In the Legislative Assembly in 1901 Evans raised the 
issue of reserving an area of the Drakensberg around Giant’s Castle (a peak in 
the central part of the range) for ‘game and scenic preservation’.8 Two years 
later a ‘game reserve’ of some 8,000 hectares was proclaimed (specifically to 
protect the declining herds of eland Taurotragus oryx) on colonial ground in 
the area and a Conservator was appointed.9 In contrast to this game preser-
vationist initiative, the NNP had its origins in the tourist industry and traces 
its beginnings to 1903 (the same year as Giant’s Castle Game Reserve) when 
Walter O. Coventry purchased the farm Goodoo with the idea of attracting 
holiday-makers to the mountains. With Evans’s strong support, in 1906, W.F. 
Clayton, Natal’s Minister for Agriculture and Lands, formally proclaimed this 
area a ‘National Park’.10 On 1 July 1908, four farms – The Pastures, Basuto 
Pass, Devil’s Hoek, and Vemvaan – the property of the Natal government in 
the northern Mont-aux-Sources area of the Drakensberg, including the upper 
Thukela River region and the mountain peaks, were ‘reserved for the pur-
poses of forming a National Park’ and ‘marked off in the Deeds Office for this 
6. SAB NTS 9489 76/400, Preliminary Report on the National Park by J.S. Henkel, 31 Oct. 
1917. 
7. J. Lambert, Betrayed Trust: Africans and the State in Colonial Natal (Pietermaritzburg: 
University of Natal Press, 1995), 169–170, 186, 187; D. McCracken and P.A. McCracken, 
Natal: The Garden Colony (Sandton: Frandsen, 1990), 70–71, 73, 83.
8. A.H.T. Perry, National and other Parks (N.p: n.p. [1929], 9.
9. The boundaries were formalised in 1907. Sydney Barnes was appointed the first conservator 
(1903–1906), followed by Roden Symons (1906–1915) and Philip Barnes (1915–1949, see 
C. Wheeler, ‘The Barrier of Spears: A survey of the Natal Drakensberg’, The Journal of the 
Mountain Club of South Africa 72 (1969): 3–8; C.S. Stokes, Sanctuary (Cape Town: Maskew 
Miller, 1953), 325.
10. Wheeler, ‘The Barrier of Spears’, 4–5.
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purpose’.11 It seems therefore, that in creating these two institutions, the Natal 
government recognised a distinction between a ‘game reserve’ and a ‘national 
park’. The colony was, however, strapped for cash at that time, and shortly be-
fore the Union of South Africa came into being in 1910, the national park land 
was sold. However, a ‘public-spirited member of the [provincial] management 
committee’, Colonel James Scott Wylie, purchased the designated farms.12 
Natal was a separate British colony until the four colonies were united in 
1910. After Union, the national park scheme was resuscitated, and in 1916 
the national park was taken over from the Natal provincial authorities by the 
central/national government. In that year, the Executive Council of the Union 
government affirmed the reservation of the original four farms, which Wylie 
sold to the national (not back to the provincial) government, with an agreement 
that they, and a fifth property, The Diamond, be retained as a recreational area 
11. SAB LDE-N 11 29, Acting Surveyor General Natal to Magistrate Bergville, 17 May 1915; 
SAB NTS 9489 76/400 J.S. Henkel, Conservator of Forests, Natal, Preliminary report on 
the National Park, division of Bergville, 31 October 1917. Mont-aux-Sources was named 
thus by early French missionaries because of the many headwaters of rivers that rise on the 
Drakensberg summit plateau.


























FIGURE 3. Location of the Royal National park and place-
names mentioned in the text. Map: Barry Boonzaaier.
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for the people of South Africa for all time.13 In 1919 the farms Dooley and 
Goodoo were purchased from Coventry by the Union government and added, 
at an additional cost of over £2000 – making a total area of 6,313 hectares.14 
The national park was augmented by some adjoining crown land all of which 
was placed in the ownership of the Union government.15 The object of the park 
was to be a ‘national recreation ground ... preserved as far as possible in its 
present natural condition with a view to conserving for future scientists and 
others the fauna and flora as they at present exist, and that records (including 
meteorological ones) should if possible be obtained and preserved’.16
As was the situation in the rest of South Africa, Africans in Natal at the time 
were dispossessed: their free movement was restricted and they either became 
labourers, or were moved into ‘native reserves’.17 The original size of the NNP 
was relatively small and to enlarge it, eyes turned to the Upper Tugela Native 
Reserve. John S. Henkel, the Natal Conservator of Forests, argued that some of 
the finest scenery was located within this reserve and advocated taking part of 
it (1,110 hectares) away from the Africans who lived there. Believing that this 
‘will not represent a serious loss … especially as the land is required for a pub-
lic and National purpose’, Henkel concluded: ‘Should the Park become a place 
of resort for tourists … there can be no question that it will have an excellent 
influence on the natives as well as being a new source of income.’18 Given that 
considerable attention is given in the literature to the eviction of Africans with 
the aim of establishing national parks, it is worth noting that Edward Dower, 
a Native Affairs Department official, argued strongly against this in 1918. He 
stated that ‘Speaking for the Department I must urge that the strongest pos-
sible objection should be urged against the idle appropriation of any Native 
Location land for this purpose. It is wrong to carry out a policy of deprivation 
merely for the sake of satisfying pleasurable sentiment …’19 It is not clear from 
the record to what extent African residents would have been more detrimen-
tally affected by the national park had Henkel got his way, because although 
a portion of the Native Reserve was placed under the administration of the 
Park’s Advisory Committee, its status remained a ‘Native Reserve’, perhaps 
owing to Dower’s intervention.20
13. Wheeler, ‘Barrier of Spears’, 4. 
14. SAB URU 398 831; SAB NTS 9489 76/400; S.H. Haughton, ‘The Natal National Park’, The 
Annual of the Mountain Club of South Africa 22 (1919), 31–33.
15. SAB URU 289 2288.
16. SAB GG 163 3/3130 1920; SAB GG 168 3/3332.
17. Lambert, Betrayed Trust.
18. SAB NTS 9489 76/400 J.S. Henkel, Conservator of Forests, Natal, Preliminary report on the 
National Park, division of Bergville, 31 October 1917. 
19. SAB NTS 9489 76/400, Dower 1 May 1918.
20. SAB NTS 9489 76/400. Note after discussion by Provincial Secretary and Chief Native 
Commissioner, C.A. Wheelwright, 13 September 1918.
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Drakensberg mountain tourism
The northern Drakensberg was accessible from both Natal and the Orange Free 
State (OFS, and called the Orange River Colony between 1900 and 1910). 
Before the national park’s foundation, two tourist hostels had been established 
by local entrepreneurs, one in each province. At the time, there was very little 
road infrastructure and tourists relied on rail travel. In Natal, there was a railway 
from Durban to Ladysmith and from there the journey to the hostel at Goodoo 
(50 kilometres) took six hours by wagon with many difficult river crossings.21 
The Goodoo hostel, run by Coventry, who had been appointed the national 
park ranger, had a spectacular, but distant, view of the amphitheatre – a wall of 
towering basalt cliffs. From the OFS side access was by way of a railway line 
to Bloemfontein from Cape Town from the south and from Johannesburg from 
the north. From Bloemfontein, a branch line ran to Kroonstad via Aberfeldy, 
the station closest to the mountains where passengers could disembark. In 
1909 Tom Casement had taken over a hostel called Rydal Mount situated in 
Witzieshoek, a site much closer to the summit plateau than was Goodoo,22 and 
21. Haughton, ‘The Natal National Park’, 31–33. 
22. Thomas Casement, a colourful Irish character, was the brother of Roger Casement, the Irish 
patriot executed in 1916 by the British for treason.
FIGURE 4. For early visitors to the Natal National Park who arrived via ox-
wagon, a major hurdle to access was often the crossing of the wide Tugela 
River, The Annual of the Mountain Club of South Africa, 26, 1923.
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FIGURE 5. One of the first annual camps of the Mountain Club of Natal held in the 
Natal National Park, 1921. The Annual of the Mountain Club of Natal, 2, 1922.
that was noted in 1911 as being ‘the first real definite attempt to open up the 
Drakensberg, and provide facilities for the general public’.23 
Almost every early issue of The Annual of the Mountain Club of South 
Africa contains informative and entertaining first-hand accounts of climbs 
and hikes in the area of the NNP.24 Most visitors came from Cape Town – 
the stronghold of the Mountain Club of South Africa that had been founded 
in 1891 – although there are records of groups arriving from Johannesburg 
and Pietermaritzburg.25 What is evident from the contemporary accounts is 
that these visitors were English-speaking urbanites from Cape Town, Durban, 
Pietermaritzburg and Johannesburg with sufficient resources by way of money 
and leisure time to indulge their recreational pursuits and a journal in which to 
publish their experiences – based on the Alpine Journal, begun by the Alpine 
Club (London) in 1863 as testimony of adventure and observation – in which 
23. Mrs W.J. Wybergh, ‘NE buttress of Mont-aux-Sources: First Ladies’ Ascent’, The Mountain 
Club Annual 14 (1911): 73–75; J. Cooke, ‘Three weeks in the Drakensberg’, The Annual of 
the Mountain Club of South Africa 20 (1917): 8–33.
24. For example, A.D. Kelly ‘Mont aux Sources: First ascent of the Outer Tower’, The Mountain 
Club Annual 18 (1915): 40–45. 
25. Mrs Allderman, ‘A trip to the Mont aux Sources’, The Annual of the Mountain Club of South 
Africa 24 (1921): 36–43.
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to record their experiences. To climbers from the Cape, the grandeur of the 
Drakensberg was appealing and climbing conditions were very different from 
what they might enjoy closer to home. The Western Cape is a winter rainfall 
area and climbing is generally a summer activity. However, in the Drakensberg, 
with its summer rainfall pattern, climbing in this season is almost impossible 
owing to mist, afternoon thunderstorms and dangerous lightning strikes. On 
the other hand, winter in the Drakensberg is beautiful, with clear crisp weather 
and, often, a blanket of snow. Thus most climbing took place during the winter 
months. 
In the early 1900s very few of the Drakensberg peaks had been conquered 
by recreational climbers. In 1912, Wilfred Wybergh, the Commissioner of 
Mines and keen mountaineer, commented that his sport was relatively new in 
South Africa and thus the Drakensberg was not, he remarked, like the Alps, 
where every part of the terrain was well known and the peaks climbed very 
FIGURE 6. The completed Mountain Club Hut, Mont-aux-Sources plateau, Natal 
National Park. The Annual of the Mountain Club of South Africa, 33, 1930. When in 
the planning stage it was described in the Alpine Journal, 40, 1928, as ‘near where the 
baby Tugela [River] plunges over the edge into Natal … constructed of local stone with 
a thatched roof and will not offend the susceptibilities of the aesthetic-minded ….’
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FIGURE 7. The first accommodation in the Natal National Park consisted of a group 
of thatched huts. The Annual of the Mountain Club of South Africa, 26, 1923.
many times.26 Needless to say, given the competitive nature of mountaineers, 
many of the articles in the journal record the excitement of ‘first ascents’.27 In 
between their climbs and hikes the groups of climbers developed a sense of 
community. Over the decades the owners and/or lessees of the hostels became 
locally renowned and many accounts and reminiscences by mountaineers re-
call the convivial atmosphere of evening sing-songs on the long veranda at 
Goodoo with its tree ferns, admiring the view and sharing adventures.28 In 
1933 a new hotel was erected with enlarged and improved facilities.29 (Only 
in very recent years has this hotel been demolished and at the time of writing 
(2012) it remains a derelict shell.) In tourist development, the needs of moun-
taineers were paramount, to the extent that in 1930 the hostel owners built the 
Mountain Club Hut on the summit for overnight shelter. In the same year two 
chain ladders were constructed by the provincial authorities to avoid a danger-
ous gully that was often impassable in winter due to heavy snow.30
26. W.J. Wybergh, ‘An attempt on Cathkin Peak’, The Mountain Club Annual 15 (1912): 59.
27. Mrs W.J. Wybergh, ‘NE buttress of Mont-aux-Sources’, 73–75. 
28. R.D. Ridgway, ‘Recollections of old times and oldtimers’, The Journal of the Mountain Club 
of South Africa 83 (1980): 47–55. 
29. Ridgway, ‘Recollections of old times and oldtimers’, 55; Cooke, ‘Three weeks in the 
Drakensberg’, 19; Pearse, Barrier of Spears, 95, 125, 141.
30. Pearse, Barrier of Spears, 140.
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So great was the enthusiasm for mountaineering that a ‘Drakensberg Club’ 
was formed in 1911.31 It was supported by members of the national park’s ad-
visory committee and it is clear that the Cape members revelled in the winter 
climbing to be had in the Drakensberg and wished to support the conservation 
of the area for their sport and recreation. However, the initiative was disrupted 
by the First World War and in 1919 a fresh start was made with the establish-
ment of a ‘Natal Section’ of the Mountain Club of South Africa.32 The 1919 
Annual of the Mountain Club of South Africa reported that this promises ‘... to 
develop into a strong body, the membership already being nearly 200. Besides 
actual mountaineering there is plenty of scope for it in fostering a love of 
Nature, the improvement of the Natal National Park at Mont-aux-Sources, and 
the protection of indigenous flora.’33 
Negotiations with the mother body in Cape Town were not entirely smooth, 
however, and in 1923 the Natal body concluded that, in spite of long and ami-
cable discussions, it would not be subservient to Cape Town and declared its 
independence. Apparently the geographical distance was problematic rather 
than want of good feeling. Only three separate annual journals were produced 
by the Natal Mountain Club (1920, 1922 and 1923), the third of which was 
rather pointedly described by the Mountain Club in Cape Town as ‘A decided 
improvement on its two predecessors.’34 (The Natal Mountain Club survived 
as an independent entity until 1953 when it became a Section of the Mountain 
Club of South Africa.35) 
After the First World War, Natal took the lead in developing tourism in the 
Drakensberg and although the OFS was in need of development and the sum-
mit was easier to access than it was from the Natal side, it is not clear why the 
OFS did not enthusiastically support any tourism endeavour.36 Subsequent to 
1926 the NNP fell under the aegis of the Department of Lands. The Department 
suggested that the two provinces develop the park collaboratively, together 
with the South African Railway, using central government funding. However, 
there were problems with formal administrative cooperation and a planned 
road from the OFS into Basutoland via Witzieshoek, which would have pro-
vided a good approach, was never constructed.37
The lack of tourist facilities meant that the OFS side of the Drakensberg 
languished in terms of declining visitor numbers and tourist reputation. While 
31. Anon., ‘Formation of the Drakensberg Club’, The Mountain Club Annual 14 (1911): 99.
32. Editorial, The Annual of the Natal Mountain Club 1 (1920): 1.
33. Natal Section of MCSA, Report ‘New Section’, The Annual of the Mountain Club of South 
Africa 23 (1919).
34. D. Robbins, ‘The Natal Section of the Mountain Club of South Africa: A brief survey’, The 
Journal of the Mountain Club of South Africa 72 (1969), 3–14; Natal Section of MCSA, 
Report, The Annual of the Mountain Club of South Africa 26 (1923), 8. 
35. Pearse, Barrier of Spears, 89.
36. SAB TES 2608 [2764] F10/249 1926.
37. Pearse, Barrier of Spears, 132.
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the Goodoo hostel flourished, when Casement left Rydal Mount in 1915 the 
establishment gradually fell into disrepair and was frequently vandalised. 
Although there were attempts to revive the resort from time to time, these 
were never successful and it closed in the early 1930s. The buildings were 
demolished in 1969, the land was purchased by the government, and added 
to the Witzieshoek Bantu Reserve that later became the ‘Bantu Homeland’ of 
QwaQwa.38
The role of Africans in mountain tourism
In contrast to the desired absence of an overt African presence in game 
reserves, what emerges from the Mountain Club’s Annuals in addition to ad-
ventures, convivial meetings and first summits, is the admiration expressed for 
the Africans who assisted mountaineers as guides, cooks and camp assistants. 
The Drakensberg was no ‘empty land’, and the mountaineers appreciated that 
they were intruding into African space. As Ridgway reminisced: ‘When it is 
remembered that the hostel is situated in the heart of the huge Zulu reserve 
fronting the Drakensberg .... one is surprised at the comfort and the good fare 
available.’39 Two worlds seemingly intersected in the mountains. There is con-
siderable recorded information about how well populated and economically 
38. Pearse, Barrier of Spears, 125–131.
39. Ridgway, ‘Recollections of old times and oldtimers’.
FIGURE 8. Before the extension of the road system, mountaineers and other tourists 
who visited the Natal National Park were transported from the nearest railhead in 
wagons and carts. The Annual of the Mountain Club of Natal, 3, 1923.
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active the Drakensberg was. There were trade routes from Lesotho (then the 
Crown Colony of Basutoland) into Natal and the OFS, with a station on Mont-
aux-Sources situated at an altitude of 3,129 metres staffed by Basuto Mounted 
Police who patrolled the mountain border. Trading activities over the summit, 
particularly the wool train, are often mentioned in the Annual,40 as is the regu-
lar traffic of cattle over the few high passes.41 In 1917 there was a network ‘of 
tracks made by natives coming and going on both sides of the mountains’.42 A 
Cape Town visitor noted that while ‘civilisation seems far removed from these 
mighty fastnesses ...’, the remoteness was less absolute than it was in the moun-
tains of the Western Cape owing to the maze of the footpaths, cattle-tracks, 
game-courses and African villages with their cultivated fields and colourfully 
dressed workers.43 Even the caves were used as shelters by traders.44
The best known and most respected African mountain guide in the early 
days of Drakensberg climbing was the ‘famous’ Melatu, a wiry Basotho man 
who worked closely with Casement at Rydal Mount and who was still climb-
ing actively in the 1930s.45 Father Alfred D. Kelly, a Bloemfontein Catholic 
priest and regular Drakensberg climber, described Melatu as ‘never-too-much-
to-be-praised’.46 In 1912 when Casement and Melatu climbed the north-east 
buttress of Mont-aux-Sources, despite many difficulties and without proper 
shoes and outer clothing, the ‘plucky’ Melatu ‘stuck to it like a man’ although 
he had cut his hand badly on the loose rock that was dislodged as the pair ap-
proached to the summit.47 Other guides who received high commendation were 
Johnson, ‘the well-known native guide from the hostel’,48 and the ‘famous 
African guide, Charlie (Maqadi) Ngcobo...’, a Zulu man, who had saved the 
lives of a climbing party.49 As Pearse explains, these men were fellow climbers 
rather than servants.50 Comments were also made about being sensitive to nam-
ing places after local chiefs rather than constantly referencing Europe. James 
Cooke recorded in 1917 that ‘The large pools here have been dubbed with a 
40. Anon., ‘Dorothea’s first trip to Mont-aux-Sources’, The Mountain Club Annual 15 (1912): 
118–123.
41. Allderman, ‘A trip to the Mont aux Sources’, 36–43. 
42. Cooke, ‘Three weeks in the Drakensberg’, 29.
43. E.S. Field, ‘With the Natal Club: Some impressions of the Drakensbergen’, The Annual of the 
Mountain Club of South Africa 38 (1935), 70–71; T.P. Stokoe, ‘Mounts and mountaineers’, 
The Annual of the Mountain Club of South Africa 31 (1928), 35–42. 
44. Cooke, ‘Three weeks in the Drakensberg’, 21.
45. Pearse, Barrier of Spears, 107–108; Cooke, ‘Three weeks in the Drakensberg’, 19; Anon., 
‘Sentinel Peak: The N.E. Buttress of Mon aux Sources’, The Mountain Club Annual 15 
(1912): 67–68.
46. Kelly, ‘Mont aux Sources: First ascent of the Outer Tower’, 43.
47. Anon., ‘Sentinel Peak’, 67–68.
48. F.E. Ellis, ‘The Tugela Valley, Mont-aux-Sources: Another Natal Club camp’, The Annual of 
the Mountain Club of South Africa 35 (1932): 39–46. 
49. Ridgway, ‘Recollections of old times and oldtimers’, 48. 
50. Pearse, Barrier of Spears, 107.
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fanciful Roman name, but as that was so foreign to the scene we promptly 
forgot it. Heroes of Greece and Rome may have been very fine fellows in 
their day, but we need not their names in Basutoland; Chaka’s, Dingaan’s or 
Moshesh’s would be more appropriate.’51 
While Africans in game reserves were generally denigrated and their 
presence resented, what appears from the mountaineers’ record is consider-
able respect, even a joint venture, in which whites were often the dependent 
partners. One might speculate that this may have been because so many moun-
taineers were absolutely reliant on the skills of Africans as guides, horsemen, 
wagon drivers, cooks and camp assistants and could not have done without 
their close physical presence. This was, of course, not the case where motor 
cars and wildlife viewing were characteristic of game reserve tourism. In the 
absence of population statistics and any detailed evidence – all is anecdotal – it 
is impossible to know exactly how many Africans were employed as guides, 
hospitality workers and mountaineers’ assistants. Nor are there any existing 
records to suggest what Africans in the area thought about the Drakensberg 
tourists or the national park, nor how, indeed, they responded to these devel-
opments. What does seem clear, however, is that economic activities over the 
mountains between Basutoland, the Orange Free State and Natal were not in-
terrupted or disrupted by the national park or its visitors in this early period and 
that access to local people was not denied.
In terms of pre-colonial history, the heritage value of the Drakensberg is 
incomparable because the San hunter-gatherers who inhabited the mountains 
for millennia and who perished as African pastoralists and white settlers ar-
rived, left behind what is probably the richest store of rock art in the world.52 
Thus, another indication of human use of the Drakensberg was brought to the 
vivid attention of mountaineers and hikers and it emanated from the abundant 
San rock art that they encountered. Little was known about the art at this time, 
although it had been the subject of a book by George Stow in 1905.53 It wor-
ried the visitors greatly that so much had been defaced, with daubs of clay over 
the original paintings and the ‘unlovely autograph’ of ‘vandal Jim Mokeles’ 
and other graffiti. 54 It is likely that the respect that whites had for this rock 
art at the time was related to the San being considered a ‘vanished race’, but 
nonetheless, it is worth noting that the first South African cultural heritage 
legislation was the Bushmen Relics Protection Act of 1911. In summary, what 
is clear from these mountaineers’ accounts is the value of the Drakensberg for 
51. Cooke, ‘Three weeks in the Drakensberg’, 21.
52. D. Lewis-Williams, Images of Mystery: Rock Art of the Drakensberg (Cape Town: Double 
Storey, 2003); J. Wright and A. Mazel, Tracks in a Mountain Range: Exploring the History 
of the uKhahlamba-Drakensberg (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2007).
53. G.W. Stow, The Native Races of South Africa (London: Swan, Sonnenschein, 1905).
54. Anon., ‘Dorothea’s first trip to Mont-aux-Sources’; Allderman, ‘A trip to the Mont aux 
Sources’, Stokoe, ‘Mounts and mountaineers’, 35–42. 
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its beauty, its recreational potential and also for its human history. The NNP 
thus illuminates a set of values very different from the ‘wilderness’ ideology 
of game reserves. 
THE EARLY TWENTIETH-CENTURY INTERNATIONAL 
PROTECTIONIST CONTEXT IN RESPECT OF MOUNTAINS 
During the nineteenth century, mountain scenery and the ‘picturesque’ had 
become extremely attractive to many middle class people. This was not only 
the case in Europe, but extended to the colonies that were settled by those 
of European descent.55 As discussed above, most visitors to the northern 
Drakensberg came from Cape Town – the stronghold of the Mountain Club 
of South Africa that had been founded in 1891 – anxious to explore what was 
referred to as ‘the Switzerland of South Africa’.56 The reference to Switzerland 
as a dynamic tourist destination for climbers is an apt one, for by the end of the 
nineteenth century, Switzerland was well known for the sport and adventure 
that it could offer as well as the benefits to health and well being of moun-
tain air. As has been mentioned, an Alpine Club had been founded in England 
in 1857. Pawson argues that in the nineteenth century, lowland Europeans 
began to describe the Alps in terms of ‘mountain glory’ instead of ‘moun-
tain gloom’ and he outlines how railway construction opened up many of the 
montane regions of Europe for touristic climbing and hiking. Moreover, it was 
not only the European Alpine environment that was ‘rediscovered’ as play-
ground and tourist destination, mountains in the New World were the focus 
of similar attention. In New Zealand, for example, Maori guides were leading 
mountaineers into the ‘Southern Alps’ in the mid-1800s, elucidating various 
environmental features and demonstrating their familiarity with many of the 
routes and peaks.57 The ‘nature monument’ of Mount Bromo, in East Java, was 
hailed in the first decades of the twentieth century for its dramatic landscape 
and protected from commercial development.58 It has been well established 
that many of the early national parks of the United States of America (US) and 
of Canada were established in areas of monumental scenery, many of them 
mountainous.59 In similar vein, many mountain-lovers in South Africa men-
55. Wright and Mazel, Tracks in a Mountain Range, 119–127.
56. Allderman, ‘A trip to the Mont aux Sources’.
57. E.Pawson and H-R. Egli, ‘History and (re)discovery of the European and New Zealand Alps 
until 1900’, Mountain Research and Development 21(4) (2001): 350–358.
58. J. Cochrane, ‘National parks in Indonesia: An alien construct’, in W. Frost and C.M, Hall 
(eds), Tourism and National Parks: International Perspectives on Development, Histories 
and Change (London: Routledge, 2009), 211–224.
59. C.E. Campbell (ed.), A Century of Parks Canada, 1911–2011 (Calgary: University of Calgary 
Press, 2011); Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind; C.W. Buchholtz, Rocky Mountain 
National Park: A History (Niwot CO: University Press of Colorado, 1983); J.L. Meyer, 
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tioned the values that E.S. Field summarised in 1935, as ‘an “atmosphere” for 
the photographer or the artist, and a paradise for any lover of wide, open spac-
es’.60 In 1926 the Natal Provincial Secretary visited some of the US national 
parks recording on his return that, as far as he was concerned, the waterfall 
at Niagara was as ‘only a perspiration’ in comparison with the Victoria Falls 
in Rhodesia, while the waterfalls of the Drakensberg were more ‘magnificent 
and imposing’ than both. Furthermore, when ‘compared with the Canadian 
Rockies, the Drakensberg Range holds the palm’.61 In the early 1940s the state-
ment was made that ‘India has the Himalayas, North America the Rockies … 
Southern Africa’s Drakensberg is as notable as any.’ The words of John Muir 
were extolled in support of the NNP at that time: ‘John Muir, American natu-
ralist and author (1838–1914), who did much towards the creation of some of 
his country’s national parks, writes, “Climb the mountains and get their good 
tidings. Nature’s peace will flow into you as sunshine flows into trees.”’ A 
case was being made, with direct reference to the US national parks, that the 
Drakensberg’s ‘panoramas gigantic and grand’ were as worthy of the name 
‘national park’ as anything that the US could provide.62
The history of the NNP raises a number of issues about the transfer of ideas 
and of discourse between South Africa and other parts of the world around 
early national park philosophy and management. There are elements of the 
NNP that compare favourably with Yellowstone, for example, the first US na-
tional park. It is large, scenically and geologically magnificent with high peaks, 
waterfalls and streams, relatively far (but accessible) from urban centres, ideal 
for recreational uses like hiking, mountaineering, walking and fishing and it 
contains interesting plants and once-rare wildlife such as eland, but no danger-
ous mammals such as elephant or lion. The historiography of national parks 
began with the books of Roderick Nash and Alfred Runte who argued that 
American leadership was critical to their international success. But although 
it is now appreciated that the US model was not globally diffused, there was a 
broad transnational circulation of growing conservation and outdoor recreation 
ideas in the early twentieth century to which South Africa was not immune.63 
It might be argued that the RNNP was, and remains, more ‘North American’ 
than any other protected area in South Africa on account of its monumental 
landscape and scenery and the opportunity for visitors – as hikers and climbers 
– to enjoy a personal encounter with the outdoors rather than being confined 
The Spirit of Yellowstone: The Cultural Evolution of a National Park (Lanham: Rowman 
& Littlefield, 1996); J.A. Pritchard, Preserving Yellowstone’s Natural Conditions (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1999). There are many others.
60. Field, ‘With the Natal Club’, 70–71
61. SAB NTS 9489 76/400; SAB TES 2608 [2764] F10/249 1926. 
62. Stokes, Sanctuary, 307, 309.
63. I. Tyrrell, ‘America’s national parks: The transnational creation of national space in the 
Progressive Era’, Journal of American Studies 46(1) (2012): 1–21.
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to a safari vehicle during the day and a crowded, confined campsite from dusk 
to dawn.
In addition, the early emphasis on recreational tourist facilities sets the 
RNNP apart from other protected areas in South Africa and demonstrates its 
affiliation with national parks elsewhere. In 1918 the Natal authorities invested 
in improved roads to the park from Bergville and from Witzieshoek.64 Around 
that time, the philosophy was expressed that in terms of nature conservation, 
the area would be kept free of exotic (non-native) plants and all indigenous 
fauna (except carnivores) would be protected and animals once present would 
be re-introduced. Trout would, however, be introduced for angling. Visitor fa-
cilities would be upgraded, a new hostel would be constructed and a variety of 
shelter huts and camping places would be built. A system of roads and paths 
would be laid out, some parts would be fenced, and rules and regulations would 
be compiled. A strong international publicity drive would be done through the 
African Film Trust and a descriptive handbook ‘is also to be taken in hand’.65 
Some criticism of over-accessibility had been received, but the national park’s 
Advisory Committee had countered: ‘By making the Park easily accessible 
to a very large number of people it will, in some measure, be deprived of its 
present charms of remoteness and intense solitude, which so strongly appeal to 
many of us when seeking change and rest. To some extent that is inevitable, for 
it is obviously the duty of those in charge to make these beauties available to as 
many as possible and not leave them a private privilege of wealth.’66 Moreover, 
‘The object which the promoters of the Park have in view is the preservation 
and maintenance for ever of the area as a public park and pleasure ground for 
the benefit, advantage, and enjoyment of the people of the Union of South 
Africa’.67 These were exactly the sentiments upon which the US national parks 
system was predicated. 
By 1930 there was visible progress in the Drakensberg; there were better 
roads, river bridges, and accommodation for 50 visitors.68 More development 
was in hand, as the Natal Mountain Club noted approvingly in the Alpine 
Journal, a large hostel for 200 guests, a golf course, tennis court and swimming 
64. 1926 SAB TES 2608 [2764] F10/249 1926 Dept of Lands. Natal National Park development 
of the Drakensberg mountains as a tourist resort. 
65. The Annual of the Natal Mountain Club 1 (1920); 2 (1922); 3 (1923).
66. F.F. Churchill, ‘South Africa’s National Park’, The Annual of the Natal Mountain Club 1 
(1920): 5. The Advisory Committee comprised J.S. Wylie, F.F. Churchill, E. Warren, J.W. 
Bews, F.J. Lewis, C.A. Wheelwright, M.S. Evans, T.M. Owen, D.W. Bassett-Smith and J.S. 
Henkel.
67. The Annual of the Natal Mountain Club 1 (1920); 2 (1922); 3 (1923).
68. D. Gordon Mills, ‘The Drakensberg revisited’, The Annual of the Mountain Club of South 
Africa 33 (1930): 29–44.
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pool were underway.69 This was surely a ‘public park and pleasuring ground’ 
for the public and a means by which to ‘civilize nature’.70
CHANGING NATIONAL PARK OBJECTIVES AND STRUCTURES OF 
GOVERNANCE IN SOUTH AFRICA 
As argued in a recent series of articles in the Journal of American Studies, 71 na-
tional parks did not arise fully formed as an international or national template, 
but were – and still are – works in progress.72 Protected areas are significant 
markers of various forms of nationalism, and summarise environmental values 
and their change over time.73 The RNNP provides an interesting case in point 
and deserves to be better known for both these reasons. The fact that the NNP 
was South Africa’s first national park, established in 1916 – a decade before 
the KNP – is hardly ever mentioned and it is worth trying to determine why 
this primacy has been neglected.74 Investigating this issue has merit because 
the origins and early history of the NNP shed light on the emergence of other 
national parks in South Africa, particularly on the changing environmental and 
conservation values in the country and regional expectations about what ‘na-
tional parks should be’ and what they should deliver to the public. 
If is often stated that a national park requires some guarantee of perpetual 
existence. The fact that the NNP was declared state (crown) land under the 
control of the Union government, viz. not the Natal provincial government or 
private landowners, seems to have met this requirement. The Natal Provincial 
Council ‘accepted the responsibility of administering the National Park’ and 
appointed an Advisory Committee to suggest ‘a scheme for the management 
and maintenance of the park’75 As mentioned, in 1919 the Advisory Committee 
69. Perry, National and other Parks, 10. 
70. On the issue of ‘civilizing nature’, see B. Gissibl, S. Höhler and P. Kupper, Civilizing Nature: 
National Parks in Global Historical Perspective (Oxford: Berghahn, forthcoming). 
71. Tyrrell, ‘America’s national parks’, 1–21; P.S. Sutter, ‘The trouble with “America’s national 
parks”: or, Going back to the wrong historiography: A response to Ian Tyrrell’, Journal of 
American Studies 46(1) (2012): 23–29; T.R. Dunlap, ‘Beyond the parks, beyond the borders: 
Some of the places to take Tyrrell’s perspective’, Journal of American Studies 46(1) (2012): 
31–36; A. Swenson, ‘Response to Ian Tyrrell, “America’s national parks: The transnational 
creation of national space in the Progressive Era”’, Journal of American Studies 46(1) 
(2012): 27–43.
72. See, for example, Gissibl, Höhler and Kupper, Civilizing Nature.
73. R. White, ‘The nationalization of nature’, Journal of American History 86(3) (1999): 
976–986.
74. See http://www.drakensberg-tourism.com/royal-natal-national-park.html where the state-
ment is made that the ‘Royal Natal National Park was proclaimed in 1916, and contains some 
of the most spectacular scenery in Africa.’ (Accessed 1 March 2012). There is no mention of 
priority.
75. SAB NTS 9489 76/400 J.S. Henkel, Conservator of Forests, Natal, Preliminary report on the 
National Park, division of Bergville, 31 October 1917. 
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had ‘in view … the preservation and maintenance for ever [sic] of the area as 
a public park and pleasure ground for the benefit, advantage, and enjoyment of 
the people of the Union of South Africa’.76 These expressions echo the found-
ing legislation of Yellowstone almost exactly, although the word ‘advantage’ 
has been added.77 
One reason for the lack of popular knowledge of this matter of ‘priority’ in 
respect of the NNP might be because the RNNP does not fall under the author-
ity of the organisation currently (since 1994) called South African National 
Parks (SANParks), formerly (1926–1994) the National Parks Board (NPB), 
that recognises the KNP as ‘the first’. Strictly speaking, the KNP should be 
described as ‘the first in the National Parks Board stable’, rather than ‘the first’ 
in South Africa per se. When the KNP was established in 1926, at the same 
time as the NPB, the existence of the NNP was already recognised by the 
Parliament of the Union of South Africa. During the parliamentary discussion 
on founding the KNP, House of Assembly member Herbert B. Papenfus de-
clared: ‘So far as I have been able to discover, only one national park has been 
created by Act of Parliament in South Africa, and that is in Natal. That park 
is noted for its magnificent scenic grandeur, but it has no faunal wealth worth 
mentioning. Certainly this is the first time a measure for the establishment of 
a national park has been introduced by the Union Parliament, and I therefore 
look upon this as a highly important and auspicious occasion.’78 Indeed, it was 
an important occasion to debate a National Park Bill in the House of Assembly. 
However, parliament took no decision to exclude the Natal National Park from 
the NPB, but nor was the decision taken that it would be included in the re-
sponsibilities of the Board. 
If the term ‘national park’ defies precise definition in our twenty-first cen-
tury, then it was even more loosely used in the 1920s, being applied in South 
Africa to a number of types of government-owned nature conservation and 
open-air initiatives. Even the very name was an item of concern. Amid the 
enthusiastic discussion in parliament around establishing the KNP in 1926 
there was an objection to the phrase ‘national park’ as being inappropriate in 
Afrikaans, South Africa’s second official language at that time. (Anomalously, 
in Afrikaans, Kruger is not named a ‘national park’ even today.) James 
Stevenson-Hamilton, South Africa’s leading wildlife conservator and warden 
76. Haughton, ‘The Natal National Park’, 32.
77. The word ‘advantage’ was included in South Africa’s National Parks Act of 1926; An Act 
to set apart a certain Tract of Land lying near the Head-waters of the Yellowstone River as a 
public Park. Forty-Second Congress, Session II, Ch. 21–24, 1872, accessed August 1, 2011. 
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=amrvl&fileName=vl002//amrvlvl002.db&re
cNum=0&itemLink=D?consrvbib:3:./temp/~ammem_lLbm::&linkText=0 chap. XXIV. See 
also R. Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind (New Haven, Yale University Press, 2001). 
78. Union of South Africa, House of Assembly Debates, 1926, Vol. 7, 3rd session, 5th Parliament, 
22 January to 8 June 1926, 31 May 1926, col. 4366–4380 and col.4372. Papenfus was later 
chairman of the NPB and was much involved in the Wild Life Society of South Africa.
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of the KNP area from 1902 to 1946, preferred the terms ‘National Faunal 
Sanctuary’ or ‘National Wild Life Sanctuary.’ He rejected ‘national park’ in 
order to encourage a philosophy of wilderness – in his opinion, a national park 
was merely a ‘public pleasuring ground,’ not a place in which to experience 
and appreciate nature and wildlife.79 
The question thus arises about how South Africans articulated their phi-
losophy of a ‘South African national park’. This is difficult to pin down, but 
certainly charismatic wild animals appear to have fed better into a white na-
tional psyche of the 1920s and nostalgia for an ‘African Eden’, an ethos that 
endures today. Indeed one of the best known books about the KNP is entitled 
South African Eden.80 The NNP, as has been explained, bore many resemblances 
to a US national park, particularly with regard to the drama of the landscape 
that was being preserved and to visitor access and recreational facilities. The 
KNP, on the other hand, was situated in savannah country, of which it was said 
in 1933, ‘…without the animal life these vast tracts of flat, monotonous coun-
try would mean little or nothing to the South African nation’.81 In time it was 
indeed the animals that meant more and this may be because the existence of 
wildlife feeds into a more popular romantic and sentimental veneration of the 
Highveld past and a hunting frontier in a way in which recreational pleasure 
and botanising in a mountainscape does not.82 
In the 1920s, however, it seems as though there may also have been some 
division of opinion on what constituted a national park between people in the 
Cape and those in the interior, although firm evidence of these viewpoints 
is absent. However, for example, in 1929 Capetonian Alfred H. Perry wrote 
National and other Parks ‘with a view to obtaining general sympathy and in-
terest in endeavours to establish more national parks in South Africa’, of which 
he acknowledged that there were many worldwide by this time. National parks 
were, he said, a ‘modern’ form of land use, the ‘home of healthy and delight-
ful open-air recreation’ in which ‘camping sites, mountains for the climber, 
streams and pools for the swimmer and angler, peace and solitude for the 
weary, interest for the lover of nature and joy for the artist’ were provided – as 
was the case in the NNP. Perry also counted Kirstenbosch Botanical Garden 
and Upper Kirstenbosch Nature Reserve in Cape Town among national parks 
79. See J. Carruthers, ‘“Full of rubberneck waggons and tourists”: The development of tourism in 
South Africa’s national parks’, in W. Frost and C.M, Hall (eds), Tourism and National Parks: 
International Perspectives on Development, Histories and Change (London: Routledge, 
2009).
80. J. Stevenson-Hamilton, South African Eden (Johannesburg, Penguin, 2008). In similar vein 
are books such as National Parks Board of Trustees, Unspoilt Africa: Union National Parks 
(Pretoria: National Parks Board of Trustees, 1939).
81. A.D. Thomas and W.O. Neitz, ‘The importance of disease in wild animals’, South African 
Journal of Science, 30 (1933): 419–25.
82. See J. Carruthers, Game Protection in the Transvaal, 1846 to 1926 (Pretoria: Archives 
Yearbook for South African History, 1995). 
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and his suggestions for new additions were mountains and forests in the Cape, 
and not areas in which wildlife still existed.83 Perhaps, as suggested by the fact 
that in the same year (1903) the colony of Natal established in the Drakensberg 
both a game reserve (Giant’s Castle) and a national park (Natal National Park), 
initially there was a distinction between the two in terms of philosophy and 
management,84 and that eventually the ‘pleasuring ground’ gave way.
Over the years SANParks has attempted to reserve the name ‘national park’ 
only for those areas under its management.85 This is based on the argument 
that SANParks is the only ‘national’ authority while other ‘national parks’, 
including the RNNP and the Pilanesberg National Park, are mere ‘provincial 
parks’ because they are managed by provincial authorities, the implication 
being that they are less important in the hierarchy. Given KwaZulu-Natal’s 
head start on having a ‘national park’ in South Africa, it is ironic that that prov-
ince currently does not contain any protected area administered by SANParks 
although it is custodian of numerous significant game reserves in Zululand, 
the iSimangaliso Wetland Park at St Lucia (a World Heritage Site), in addition 
to the Drakensberg. As a province, Natal has always had a rather ambiguous 
relationship with its fellows. Being strongly English-speaking, pro-British and 
pro-imperial during the twentieth century, it resented pro-Afrikaner policies 
and any weakening of ties with Britain. Only reluctantly did it join the Union 
of South Africa in 1910 and because the Natal Provincial Council was often 
dominated by an opposition political party in subsequent years it has some-
times demonstrated a strong – but always unsuccessful – inclination to sever 
its ties with the rest of the country.86 
Shirley Brooks has written extensively on the development of game re-
serves in Natal, particularly those in Zululand, giving perspectives on ‘nature 
tourism’ in the province. It is, however, noteworthy that the NNP does not 
receive even passing mention – it is as though it did not exist, despite its being 
formally called a ‘National Park’, established in land belonging to the state and 
in terms of an Executive Council decision. Her work therefore feeds into the 
argument – at least for the northern and inland provinces of South Africa – that 
it is ‘wild Africa’ and ‘African wild life’ together with a kind of timeless qual-
ity and absence of people that objectify ‘African nature’ and national parks, 
not Alpine scenery, African cultural heritage and middle-class recreational fa-
cilities. Alternatively, perhaps the imperative to ‘save the game’ was merely 
83. Perry, National and other Parks, 12–14. 
84. Wheeler, ‘Barrier of Spears’, 4. 
85. SANParks is not an arm of the central government bureaucracy, as is the case in the US. It 
is a parastatal organisation, managed by an appointed Board, responsible to the appropriate 
Cabinet Minister.
86. See P.S. Thompson, Natalians First: Separatism in South Africa 1909–1961 (Johannesburg: 
Southern Books, 1990); P.S. Thompson, The British Civic Culture of Natal South Africa 
1902–1961 (Howick: Brevitas, 1999).
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the stronger conservationist philosophy.87 As Brooks and Bunn suggest, this 
may relate to the ideology of an African Eden and of an image of masculinity 
framed by wildlife encounters and an experience of savannah farmland that 
resonated with a British-style game reserve.88 It was, after all, these that set 
Africa apart from Europe, but also from the US, rather than mountain scenery.
Until well into the 1960s, the NPB prioritised wildlife preservation above 
scenery when instituting new national parks. The very first NPB meeting in 
1926 resolved to ask the government to convert the four Zululand game re-
serves into national parks. For various reasons this did not happen, and in 
1931, after Addo Elephant, Mountain Zebra, Bontebok and Kalahari Gemsbok 
national parks (all wildlife reserves) were proclaimed, the Board again tried to 
annex the Zululand game reserves. In these discussions, the existing NNP was 
not mentioned.89
It is very likely, that as keen as the NPB was to get its hands on the Zululand 
reserves, after the 1920s the Natal provincial authorities were equally deter-
mined that this did not happen. Given the political alienation of Natal from the 
central government, it fiercely guarded its constitutional powers. Brooks deals 
with the matter of conflicts of governance between Natal and the central gov-
ernment over Zululand’s game reserves, outlining the complications regarding 
animal diseases in the 1920s as well as the national political shifts that occurred 
in this decade that made the example of the KNP impossible to follow in Natal. 
She describes a gradual ‘hardening provincialism’ in Natal from the 1930s 
onwards that consolidated control over game reserves (the NNP is not men-
tioned) and set up a definite oppositional stance to the NPB in the province and 
to ‘nationalisation’ of any kind.90 Even in much later years the tension was still 
evident. In 1970, the Prime Minister’s Planning Committee published a report 
on how optimally the natural resources of the Drakensberg might be utilised 
and co-ordinated. The NPB submitted a proposal to take over the southern part 
of the range as a national park, arguing that it had a good track record of nature 
conservation, it employed capable biologists, it had a national vision, and it 
was well resourced. The response from the Natal Provincial Administration 
vehemently opposed the entry of the NPB into the Drakensberg.91 The history 
of this later complex period, and of the World Heritage Listing that was an 
87. S. Brooks, ‘Images of “Wild Africa”: Nature tourism and the (re)creation of Hluhluwe game 
reserve, 1930–1945’, Journal of Historical Geography 31(2) (2005): 220–240.
88. S. Brooks, ‘National parks for Natal? Zululand’s game reserve and the shaping of conservation 
management policy in Natal 1920s to 1940s’, Journal of Natal and Zulu History 22 (2004): 
73–108; Brooks, ‘Images of “Wild Africa”’; D. Bunn, ‘An unnatural state: Tourism, water 
and wildlife photography in the early Kruger National Park’, in W. Beinart and J. McGregor 
(eds), Social History and African Environments (Oxford: James Currey, 2003), 199–218.
89. Minutes of the National Parks Board of Trustees, 16 Sept. 1926, 1931.
90. Brooks, ‘National parks for Natal?’, 73–108.
91. Subsidiary Committee of the Prime Minister’s Planning Advisory Council. A Guide Plan for 
the Optimum Utilization.
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outcome of ideas around a bioregional governance structure, is fascinating and 
demands further attention.
During the depression years of the 1930s and then during the Second World 
War, the NNP was able to hold its own. In the early 1940s, in terms of new 
legislation related to central government finance, the provinces were obliged 
to re-formulate their nature conservation structures. The Advisory Committee 
for the NNP was abolished in January 1942, and the Park was administered 
by the Provincial Council until the Natal Parks, Game and Fish Preservation 
Board was formed in 1947 and adopted responsibility for the NNP. Indeed, 
calling the NNP ‘Royal’ after 1947 may have been deliberately provocative at 
a time when the National Party government was calling increasingly for a new 
Constitution as a Republic. 
From time to time, greater national co-ordination in the protected area arena 
has been attempted, but has repeatedly failed. In 1945 a Provincial Consultative 
Committee to co-ordinate the activities of all bodies controlling national parks, 
game reserves and botanical gardens was appointed, but it never got off the 
ground.92 In January 1949, a Scientific Advisory Council for National Parks 
and Nature Reserves was created. Council member Rudolph Bigalke wrote 
that, ‘Remarkable as it may seem, this is the first time in the history of South 
Africa that a Council of scientists will advise the Union Government on mat-
ters pertaining to the country’s National Parks and Nature Reserves. I expect 
great things from this body.’93 It was an unpaid group with an advisory man-
date, and it, too, did not last long. The protected area estate in South Africa 
remained uncoordinated, indeed with the emergence of ‘Bantu homelands’ and 
‘self-governing states’ under the apartheid regime of the 1960s to 1980s it 
fragmented even further.
MOUNTAINS VERSUS WILDLIFE IN SOUTH AFRICA’S NATIONAL 
IMAGERY 
Given the discussion above on the high place of game reserves and wildlife 
national parks in the South African national psyche, it is instructive also to con-
sider – even if briefly – the absence of South African scholarly reflection about 
the value of mountains in the national history. For instance, in Italy, moun-
tains are valued as sites of resistance during times of conflict.94 In Switzerland, 
mountain national parks brought the environmental sciences into prominence.95 
92. SAB BNS 1/1/477, 6/5/85.
93. Bigalke Archives (per kind favour of Dr. R. Bigalke) Bigalke to Smith, 5 Jan. 1949. 
94. M. Armiero, A Rugged Nation: Mountains and the Making of Modern Italy: Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries (Cambridge: White Horse Press, 2011); J. Sievert, The Origins of Nature 
Conservation in Italy (Bern: Peter Lang, 2000).
95. O. Zimmer, ‘In search of national identity: Alpine landscape and the reconstruction of the 
Swiss nation’, Comparative Studies in Society and History 40(4) (1998): 637–65; P. Kupper, 
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In other parts of Europe, geology has galvanised national sentiment, and there 
are numerous publications around how mountainous landscapes have shaped 
identity.96 In South Africa, only Table Mountain has received similar treatment, 
and this not in depth.97 Moreover, as a feature in a densely populated urban 
space, Table Mountain is not comparable with the Drakensberg. 
The question of why mountains – and the NNP in particular – had little 
purchase as national parks in South Africa is difficult to unravel. Van Sittert’s 
article on an expedition of a Cape Town Mountain Club member (also a visitor 
to the NNP) to the Cederberg (its official name takes the Afrikaans spelling, 
rather than Cedarberg), a mountain range in the Western Cape, may be help-
ful in delineating members of the Mountain Club as thoroughly bourgeois, 
Alpine-focussed and middle class. The argument is presented that Cape Town’s 
Mountain Club members were deeply imperial in their mindset and gener-
ally denigrated the Afrikaans-speaking peasants of the Cederberg, being both 
patronising and derogatory. An era of ‘Afrikaner Alpinism’ in the Cederberg 
began, apparently, only after the Second World War.98 It is not possible to eval-
uate whether the attitudes attributed by Van Sittert to the Mountain Club’s 
Cape Town members influenced the national park movement in any way, but 
there is some evidence that the impetus for mountain conservation as national 
parks – apart from the Drakensberg – was driven from the Cape. Given the ab-
sence of dramatic mountain scenery in the provinces of the Orange Free State 
and the Transvaal, this is hardly surprising. 
Perry’s 1929 book National and other Parks advocated the conservation 
of mountains to augment game reserves as national parks and suggested the 
Hex River Mountains, the Cederberg and the ranges around Tsitsikama.99 
The work contained a foreword by R.H. Compton, Director of Kirstenbosch 
Botanic Garden and Professor of Botany at the University of Cape Town, an-
other advocate of the conservation of mountain landscapes. Together with 
other prominent Cape botanists, particularly Harry Bolus, in the early 1900s 
Compton had championed for Table Mountain to be declared national park 
T. Keller and J. Mathieu, ‘Mountains and the metropolitan mind: Urbanization, imagination, 
and the preservation of Alpine nature’, in Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften (ed.), 
Metropolises and ‘their’ Alps, (Munich: Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2010), 
26–28. 
96. T. Lekan, Imagining the Nation in Nature: Landscape Preservation and German Identity 
1885–1945 (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2004); J. Mathieu, The Third 
Dimension: A Comparative History of Mountains in the Modern Era (Cambridge: White 
Horse Press, 2011).
97. T. Goetze, ‘Table Mountain: South Africa’s natural national monument’, Historia 47(2) 
(2002): 457–487; L. van Sittert, ‘The bourgeois eye aloft: Table Mountain in the urban 
middle class imagination, c.1891–1950’, Kronos 29 (2003): 161–190.
98. L. van Sittert, ‘Seeing the Cedarberg: Alpinism and the inventions of the Agterberg in the 
white urban middle class imagination, c.1890–c.1950’, Kronos 31 (2005): 152–183.
99. Perry, National and other Parks, 12–14. 
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(like Yellowstone).100 In 1929 Compton had received a Carnegie Corporation 
Visitors’ Grant to visit the US for three months ‘to study the system of National 
Parks and National Monuments established there’. His detailed 1934 report 
included a summary of his travels and his observations on national parks in 
the US in terms of finance, education, recreation, tourism and other aspects 
of management, principle and policy. Compton began from the premise that 
national parks should be accessible, adequately protected, crown land that a 
growing urbanised population could utilise for both pleasure and education in 
South Africa. While not decrying game reserves as national parks, he argued 
that these were only one form of national park, not the general norm. In fact, 
he noted, viewing wildlife from a motor car window in a ‘game sanctuary’ 
did nothing to encourage healthy outdoor recreation. The neglect of vegeta-
tion and scenic or landscape protection were, Compton considered, a ‘national 
disgrace’.101 Compton’s call for floristic or scenic national parks was not 
heeded by government and even in 1948 he was still advocating that a national 
Park ‘in complete form’ has three main objects: conservation, recreation and 
education. He suggested conserving the Cape coastal belt and its mountain 
ranges, and argued, unsuccessfully, that the NPB should administer this re-
gion, particularly as so much of the land belonged to the state.102 Only with the 
establishment of the Cape Floral Region Protected Areas as a World Heritage 
Site in 2004, comprising a serial property of eight protected areas covering a 
total area of 553,000 hectares and managed jointly by SANParks and the na-
ture conservation authorities of the Western Cape and the Eastern Cape, have 
these mountain lands been added to South Africa’s protected area estate. It may 
therefore be that both the Cape and mountain focus of the Mountain Club and 
the Cape’s powerful botanists, together with interprovincial rivalries, ensured 
that game reserve national parks dominated South Africa’s conservation estate 
for so long.
CONCLUSION
Over time, the entire Drakensberg range came to be divided administra-
tively among different authorities and official landowning regimes. Many 
of these were protectionist, including game reserves, forest reserves, private 
100. S. Dubow, ‘A commonwealth of science: The British Association in South Africa, 1905 and 
1929’, in S. Dubow (ed.), Science and Society in Southern Africa (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2000), 66–99; S. Dubow, A Commonwealth of Knowledge: Science, 
Sensibility, and White South Africa, 1820–2000 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 
183.
101. R.H. Compton, The National Parks of the United States of America (Pretoria: The Carnegie 
Corporation Visitors’ Grants Committee, 1934).
102. R.H. Compton, ‘A national park in the Outeniquas’, The Journal of the Botanical Society of 
South Africa 33 (1948): 12–15.
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establishments and the RNNP. During the late 1960s and into the 1970s re-
gional planning for the Drakensberg as a national water catchment received 
attention and likely forms of an overall regional authority were debated and 
appropriate administrative and developmental policies were discussed. 103
Despite its promising start as an example of an ‘iconic’ national park, 
along the lines of other mountain landscapes in the US and Europe, the RNNP 
– and even the entire uKhahlamba-Drakensberg – while important, has not 
generated the tourism industry as have the wildlife national parks (particu-
larly the Kruger National Park) nor has it spawned a sustainable economic 
sector, as game ranching has done. The trajectory of national parks in South 
Africa appears to be one of a bifurcation in which game reserve-type national 
parks came to dominate to the exclusion of those based on landscape, botani-
cal and archaeological values. This article has invited rethinking established 
assumptions about the place of South Africa in the transnational transfer of 
conservation concepts around 1900. While environmental historians of South 
Africa have emphasised the impact of a British imperial concern with hunting 
and game conservation, the integration of the NNP complicates the picture as 
it exposes the model character of the ‘democratic’ and ‘recreational’ impetus 
behind national parks in the United States; an impact that was so profound that 
the advocates of the NNP quoted the foundational legislation of Yellowstone 
almost verbatim. This article thus sheds new light on the complexities of the 
early international proliferation of the ‘national park’ and its characteristic me-
chanics of transfer, perception, imagination, and argumentative support from 
abroad. Finally, the article has taken the case of the RNNP and its increasing 
invisibility both in the literature on nature protection and as a significant tour-
ist destination to raise the question why certain natural features, like wildlife, 
attained ‘national’ importance, while others did not or only to a lesser degree, 
such as mountains, and how this relationship changed over time. 
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